Developing this course was far different from any other class I have designed and taught, and the experience offers a number of lessons for instructors and university administrators on both teaching from an environmental justice perspective and the way that universities can address the concerns of the communities they serve. As the included syllabus demonstrates, Ann Waltner of the Institute for Advanced Study (IAS), Peter Shea, and I employed a number of innovative approaches to exploring the issues of environmental justice that emphasized democratizing the classroom and encouraging broader accessibility. Through the IAS's sponsorship, we were able to bring in a number of guest speakers from within the university and throughout the country, effectively making the course a collaborative enterprise. Furthermore, Peter Shea, host of the local cable television show The Bat of Minerva, filmed each class session and posted the videos on the IAS website, encouraging people throughout the world to experience the class, even if distance or financial impediments prevented them from enrolling. In the classroom, I also sought to encourage a student-centered learning experience by setting aside time each week for discussions that were prompted by students' own research on the topic, as it was continuing to unfold throughout the semester And finally, the ability to have a course proposed, approved, and designed in a short time enabled the University of Minnesota to garner unprecedented media attention. The attention generated by the course was only possible because of the IAS's unique ability to quickly develop the course while the issue remained a major topic of national interest. This rapid response both contributed to the discussion of the issues facing the Gulf region and drew attention to the role of the academy in finding solutions to real-world problems. While the oil spill was an unprecedented event and drew unusual amounts of media attention, many of the lessons drawn from this course are applicable even without an environmental catastrophe. In our current climate of increasing budget cuts and the contraction of university resources, demonstrating that the academy can play a key role in contemporary debates is criticalparticularly for those of us in the humanities and social sciences.
The Spill and the Creation of the Course
On April 20, 2010, an explosion rocked the Deepwater Horizon drilling platform as workers were completing a well at the Macondo Prospect, approximately forty miles off of Louisiana's coast and at a depth of five thousand feet below sea level (the well itself went down another thirteen thousand feet). The explosion killed eleven workers and seriously injured seventeen more. Two days later the burning rig sank to the bottom of the Gulf, and it quickly became apparent that the explosion had destabilized the well, resulting in what would become the largest accidental marine oil spill ever. Almost 5 million barrels of oil spilled out over the next few months, far eclipsing the 750,000 barrels spilled following the grounding of the Exxon Valdez twenty years earlier. 1 The idea for offering a course on the oil spill -and the title Oil and Water -came from Ann Waltner, who serves as both a professor of Chinese history and the director of the IAS at the University of Minnesota. The IAS had previously offered rapid-response courses on a variety of topics, such as the financial crisis of 2008 and the tragic collapse of the Interstate 35 West bridge in Minneapolis. The spill had only been flowing for a little over a month when Ann contacted me about possibly teaching the course. At the time, I was a doctoral candidate in the history department, and another professor had recommended me for the course because it was in my research area and I had previously team taught an interdisciplinary course in the environmental sciences on indigenous peoples' rights to natural resources. I had also lived in south Louisiana for several years and visited the region regularly, so I at least came into teaching the course with some experience with local conditions. While I had some expertise on the issues coming into the course, it also presented a number of challenges. I was quite familiar with the "water" side of the course considering that my dissertation (and now book manuscript) dealt with controversies over hydroelectric power in the Southeast, but I had little direct research experience with the other half of the course on oil production. I was also a historian (though at least one who focuses on quite modern history) asked to organize a class on an ongoing event. I had about two weeks to prepare a basic syllabus in order to meet an institutional deadline and ultimately decided to divide the course into three sections, which is reflected in the included syllabus (see below). The first focused on the environmental history of Louisiana as well as the history of oil and environmentalism more broadly, devoting time both to the history of regulating the Mississippi River and to oil and gas extraction. The second section focused on the spill itself, paying attention both to what actually went wrong and to the responses of the media, local and federal governments, and the companies involved. The third section dealt with the long-term impacts of the spill -both locally and nationally in terms of energy policy, government regulation, urban planning, and so forth.
I was also able to secure support from the IAS for traveling down to the region to visit affected areas and be able to bring a more personal approach to teaching about the spill. In preparation for the trip, I contacted local officials, experts on coastal restoration, and leaders of the Pointe-au-Chien Indian nation, which is a state-recognized tribal community southeast of Houma, Louisiana. Members of the Pointe-au-Chien community, including tribal chairman Charles "Chuckie" Verdin, were gracious enough to let me tag along with cleanup crews while they worked to protect the wetlands around their community. I also visited a number of other affected sites such as Grand Isle, one of Louisiana's public beaches most affected by the spill, and Venice, which was the center of much of the cleanup activity. During my time there I was able to speak with a number of cleanup workers who had traveled from throughout the United States for the chance at earning decent wages -while doing what was quite dangerous, and potentially toxic, work. While I thought that the trip would be beneficial, I had no idea how important it would be to shaping my approach both to teaching the course and to the spill itself. One of the things that struck me most during my time in Louisiana, as well as in my preparations for teaching the class, was the interconnectedness of oil drilling and fishing along the Gulf Coast. Many people I met were employed primarily in shrimping but had previously worked in the offshore oil industry or had friends or family members who currently worked for the oil companies. Shrimping is a seasonal business, so during the off-season people frequently employ themselves either on the rigs or running supplies back and forth, to make ends meet. Production platforms also function as artificial reefs, so sport fishermen flock to them to increase their chances of a good catch. (I experienced this personally when a friend took me out fishing in Mobile Bay at the end of the trip -and happened to take me out to a nearby rig.) What this translated into was a population that was largely furious about the spill but also deeply afraid of the repercussions it might have on the oil industry more broadly.
Many of the people I encountered expressed their anger and distrust of BP to me but also felt that the whole industry should not be punished for the mistakes made by one company on one drilling platform. 2 For many people along the Gulf, the oil industry represents one of the only career opportunities that provides both a decent wage and good benefits. While many people still are able to make a living through fishing and shrimping, the work is dangerous and lacks the security (and, depending on your catch for the year and market prices, the income) of working offshore. Consequently, any attempts to curtail offshore drilling in the region will hurt many of the same peoples in the region who were most affected by the spill.
At the same time, the lack of regulation over the oil and gas industries was both contributing to changes in the hydrology of the region -which negatively affects the lives and incomes of shrimpers and others along the Gulf -and putting the lives of people working on the rigs at risk. The combination of petrochemical extraction and regulation of the Mississippi River has led to a staggering amount of land loss in Louisiana over the past eighty years. The building of canals both for shipping and for laying pipelines increases erosion as well as saltwater intrusion, which kills the native grasses and speeds up the erosion process. For people who live along the coast, these changes have meant relocating farther and farther inshore, as well as limiting other economic activities, such as farming, because of the saltwater intrusion. The locations where people can fish have also changed as formerly freshwater areas have become brackish and brackish waters have become saltwater. 3 For me, one of the most difficult aspects of preparing to teach this course was finding a way to balance ecological concerns over offshore oil drilling and the economic needs of the people working along the coast. In teaching the course, I drew on some of the recent trends in environmental history to frame my approach. I endeavored to apply some of the critiques of recent environmental historians on past environmental movements -namely, that real and lasting environmental reforms are possible only when consideration is given to not only the top-down views of environmentalists but also the very real needs and viewpoints of those who live and work in the affected areas. 4 Works in American Indian studies that focus on treaty rights to natural resources also frequently highlight how early efforts at conservation often ignored both the legal rights and the needs of indigenous peoples in the areas environmentalists and government agencies sought to protect. While these efforts were generally well-intentioned, what developed tended to be not only systems that were ineffective but also systems that created distrust and suspicion of government efforts to protect natural resources. 5 During the semester, I was blessed with a group of energized students who were both interested in bringing about positive change and deeply engaged with the topic. Unlike Margaret Power's prior experiences with teaching about democracy in Latin America, which she discussed in an earlier issue of Radical History Review, I found my students in the fall of 2010 extremely optimistic and ideologically motivated to engage in social change. 6 At the same time, many of them were like me, in that they came into the course distrustful of the oil industry's ability to place other considerations above profits and initially hoped that the spill would lead to a sharp curtailing of offshore drilling and a greater investment in alternative energy. Because of my experiences with people along the Gulf, as well as reading works like Mike Tidwell's excellent book Bayou Farewell: The Rich Life and Tragic Death of Louisiana's Cajun Coast (which I also assigned to my students), I found myself often playing the role of devil's advocate with students and urging them to look at how stopping oil production completely would affect the people of the region. Like my students, I also wanted to see sharp reductions in oil production and dramatic increases in other forms of alternative energy, but as we worked through many of the issues surrounding both, it became apparent that any changes were likely to be gradual and also needed to account for the economic realities of people living along the Gulf. As with dealing with the creation of national parks in the United States and elsewhere, the desire to protect scenic and ecologically important resources along the Gulf has to coincide with local needs and desires as well. Otherwise, any efforts are likely, at best, to be opposed and, at worst, to unintentionally hurt the very peoples who are most intimately connected to that environment.
Democratizing the Classroom
In designing the course, the IAS and I employed a number of innovative strategies both to bring the course to a wider audience and to democratize the course itself. Peter Shea, who produces a local television interview show and had frequently collaborated with the IAS, generously offered to film each class session, which would then be hosted on the IAS website so that viewers throughout the country and world would be able to follow along at home. (The videos are available at ias.umn.edu /2010/12/22/oil-and-water-the-gulf-oil-spill-of-2010/). While we planned on having the cameras aimed at the front of the room, at the beginning of the semester we gave each student a consent form explaining the process and offered to edit out any incidentally captured audio or video of them. To give an example of how this broadened the reach of the course, at one point during the semester I received an e-mail from a student in Zurich, Switzerland, who had been following the course online.
Thanks to the IAS, we were also able to bring in a number of guest speakers throughout the semester to diversify the number of views and voices students were exposed to. During each of their visits, they would give lectures in their areas of expertise that were open to not only my students but also the broader community. Guests included Tidwell, whom I mentioned above and who now serves as the director of the Chesapeake Climate Action Network; Don Davis, director emeritus of oral histories in Louisiana State University's Sea Grant program; Juliet Schor, professor of sociology and an expert on consumerism and economics at Boston College; Zygmunt Plater, also of Boston College and former chair of Alaska's Legal Task Force following the Exxon Valdez disaster; and Justin Revenaugh and Barry Lehrmann of the University of Minnesota, who brought in expertise on seismology and sustainable urban planning, respectively. Being able to bring in such speakers not only added tremendously to the content of the course but also helped break down the student-teacher dichotomy, as we all were able to learn from and process their -at times divergent -perspectives on the issues raised by the spill.
Another way that I attempted to democratize the classroom was by setting aside time each week for student-led discussions of current news and events related to the spill. At the beginning of the semester, I compiled a list of a variety of news outlets, liberal and conservative, local, national, and international, and let students select one to follow throughout the semester. Each week students were required to post on the course Moodle site at least one news article from their spill-related source, as well as write up a brief reaction to the piece. We would then spend about thirty minutes discussing what they found and how changing conditions reshaped the ways we thought about the incident. Structuring the course this way initially seemed necessary because of the contemporary nature of the subject, but it also gave the students more control over the content of the course and empowered them to steer our discussions in directions that were meaningful and important to them. While this approach worked better some weeks than others (largely depending on how eventful that week's news was), I felt that including this relatively unstructured time made the class a much more collaborative process overall and added to both the content and scope of the course.
Institutional Flexibility, Declining Budgets, and the Media
The final area in which this course was unique is how it can serve as an example of the strength of interdisciplinary teaching and also how it can bring about greater recognition of academia's contributions to contemporary issues. By having academic units like the IAS and a willing collaborator in the College of Food, Agricultural and Natural Resource Sciences (CFANS), the University of Minnesota was able to put together a course like this one and have it offered much more quickly than traditionally possible. This speed, as well as attention to "hot button" issues, helped bring far more visibility to the university's efforts to confront contemporary challenges. In the process, the media attention generated by the course demonstrated the continuing and important role that academia can play in current debates.
Within a few short weeks of being contacted about teaching the course, the student-run Minnesota Daily featured it in an article, which quickly set off a media frenzy as different outlets sought to find new angles on the unfolding catastrophe in the Gulf. The Huffington Post first reprinted the story, and within forty-eight hours I was interviewed for CNN's "most intriguing people" blog, the Minneapolis Star Tribune ran a front-page story on the class, and MSNBC's NewsNation with Tamron Hall interviewed me for a piece during the show. Over the next few days and weeks publications such as the Washington Post and the Nation also ran stories publicizing the course. In a less favorable review, Rush Limbaugh also discussed the course on his radio show. While all this attention was, admittedly, a little daunting for a graduate instructor, it helped focus recognition on what the university was doing to address the current crisis. 7 While this course was unique in its focus on a contemporary, well-publicized event, the major tensions and issues it explored are always with us and will likely become more prominent over the coming decades. Climate change and our responses to it will create a need for courses like this one to explore whether our policies and practices are encouraging socially and environmentally just solutions. A 2009 United Nations report on the effect of climate change on water states that "water is the lifeblood of the planet and the state of the resource affects all natural, social and economic systems." 8 Having courses that examine the historical and contemporary importance of hydrological resources is critical to our understanding of ourselves and the world we live in. Not all issues will generate the international media attention of the Gulf oil spill, but every region of the country will likely be dealing with its own controversies in addressing climate change -many of which will center on issues of water: whether it is confronting rising sea levels and other sources of flooding, increasing aridity and desertification, or indirect changes such as job losses (and rapid job growth in other areas) due to a shift from a fossil fuel to a green energy economy. This situation creates an opportunity for colleges and universities to offer courses that are similar to this one, yet focus on local issues, which might not receive the attention of the oil spill but will be no less critical to residents in a given state, region, or country.
As educators, being able to demonstrate our value, particularly in the humanities and social sciences, to the broader communities we serve is critical during this time of reduced state funding and institutional cutbacks. The University of Min-nesota alone has faced cuts in state funding over the past few years in the hundreds of millions of dollars, which will likely lead to a reduction in the number of majors and academic programs offered. 9 For historians, being able to collaborate with other academic programs and colleges in developing courses like this one can help bring more recognition to the contributions we are making in terms of research and teaching but can also give us a larger voice in shaping public debates about critical issues facing our planet.
Conclusions
One of the lessons I took away from teaching this course is how our work as educators can help us bridge the gap between the classroom and the broader community. By taking on a subject that was at the center of public discourse, we were able to show how the resources and expertise at the university could be deployed both to educate the public and to have a voice in shaping the discussions on issues such as the oil spill. But this effort was only possible because of the university's ability to have the course created and put in place while the issue was still relevant to the national dialogue. While this course could have easily fit into the curriculum of a history or geography department, the bureaucratic restraints frequently placed on course development would have prevented its approval in a speedy manner. Having independent units like the IAS enabled the course to go from an idea to an actuality in a matter of weeks, rather than months or years, ensuring both that the university received recognition for its efforts and that those efforts helped bring continued attention to the issues facing Gulf residents.
Teaching this course also helped me reexamine my own approaches to teaching environmental history and environmental justice in ways that might prove instructive to others as well. All too often, environmental history is taught in narratives that favor environmentalists over extractive industries, when the reality on the ground is often much more complex. While extractive industries in the Gulf region have wreaked unprecedented havoc on local ecosystems, local peoples are more dependent than ever on the continuation of those industries to be able to continue to work and live in that region. Through applying an approach that stressed the complexities of this relationship, I hope that students left the class with not only a strong understanding of the issues facing the Gulf but also a template for applying an environmental justice lens to future conflicts that balance ecological needs with the need for sustainable human communities within those environments.
In the year since I finished teaching this course, I still feel fortunate to have been a part of this class. I recently contacted my former students, asking them about their thoughts on the course, and received resoundingly positive feedback about the overall structure of the course, as well as its impact on their lives during that semester and beyond. One student wrote back saying that it "was the most interesting course" he had taken while in college. Another student, when asked about the tensions between environmental and economic concerns, stated: "The struggle to balance economic needs of the region with environmental protection was actually one of the first things I started to think about in class. . . . In my opinion, the only reasonable course of action is to closely watch the oil industry in the region to make sure they are taking every precaution to prevent another spill." And finally, another student wrote back to tell me that the course had radically changed both his academic and career plans. He said that when he entered the class, he was planning on majoring in sports management but that his "life took a complete change in direction" when he took the class and that he had "never felt so inspired or passionate about anything before" in his life. He changed his major to environmental sciences, policy, and management and was recently employed by the Sierra Club as an intern for its Clean Air Act defense campaign. 10 Even if predictions about the rate of climate change and resulting problems do not come to pass, the overarching tension between the needs of the ecosystems we depend on and the needs of people who use those resources will always be present and offers opportunities to examine whether our practices and policies are creating a just world. Water and energy have always and will always play an essential role in human history, and developing courses that explore the relationship between human societies and these resources is critical to an informed understanding of the past and present. Additionally, many of the techniques we employed -making lectures available to the general public, setting aside time for student-led discussions, incorporating guest speakers to introduce new viewpoints, and taking advantage of institutional flexibility for creating timely and productive courses -are applicable to any course. If part of what we hope to accomplish through our work as radical historians is positive social change, then our classrooms are critical to our mission. Designing courses such as this one that may incorporate a significant historical perspective but address contemporary concerns can help reach students by demonstrating how understanding the past is central to understanding -and, it is hoped, solving -the problems we are confronted with today. In the wake of one of the largest environmental disasters in United States history, this course explores the many problems and paradoxes associated with the Deepwater Horizon oil spill. While the Mississippi River has only existed in its current form for the past few thousand years, the meeting of water and land was what made possible the large deposits of oil found in and around the Mississippi delta. Over millions of years, as plankton and algae died and sank to the ocean floor, they were buried by sediment washed down from the surrounding land, ultimately creating the oil and gas deposits there today. But while water and wetlands play a key role in the production of oil, when that oil spills it causes widespread destruction to plant and animal life throughout the region.
By exploring the history and ecology of oil drilling in the Gulf, this course will raise questions about the economic, environmental, and social impact of the Deepwater Horizon oil spill on communities throughout the Gulf region. If oil drilling is so potentially dangerous to the region, why do many local politicians and citizens demand that it continue? While the oil spill has wreaked havoc on the local fishing industry, can it survive without offshore drilling? What lessons can we learn from past spills about the environmental and economic impacts facing the Gulf region? Who is ultimately responsible for the spill, and who is liable for the costs associated with cleanup, restoration, and economic damages? Do laws such as the Oil Protection Act of 1990, which were intended to hold oil companies responsible for the effects of spills, actually empower them over the government when large-scale spills do occur?
Liberal education is founded on the idea that exposure to a variety of disciplines not only produces a more well-rounded education but also creates better citizens of the world by giving you the tools you need to evaluate future challenges. This course meets the Technology and Society Liberal Education requirement by exploring not only the technical and scientific issues involved in the Gulf oil spill but also its ethical and societal implications. Through class readings, discussions, assignments, and guest speakers, we will approach the Gulf oil spill from a variety of disciplinary perspectives, such as law, economics, history, engineering, and conservation biology. This interdisciplinary approach not only will give you a fuller understanding of the complex issues involved in the spill but will also provide you with a skill set for dealing with future conflicts over the effects of technology on our changing societies and environments.
Readings:
Required text: Mike Tidwell, Bayou Farewell: The Rich Life and Tragic Death of Louisiana's Cajun Coast (New York: Vintage, 2003) .
There is only one assigned book for the class, but students will be required to read a variety of academic journal articles, excerpts from both scholarly and popular books, and numerous media accounts related to the spill. Since we will be studying an ongoing issue, I may change course readings in order to ensure that our discussions stay timely and relevant to changing circumstances. If any changes are made, I will notify students both by e-mail and in class.
Assignments
Weekly posts: Because the topic of this class is an ongoing issue, it presents us with an opportunity to steer lectures and class time in new directions as the circumstances surrounding the spill change. In order for us to make the most of this opportunity, each student will be assigned one of fifteen different online news sources (some American, some British, some national, some local to the Gulf, some conservative, some liberal, etc.). Each student will be responsible for browsing through that news source each week and finding and posting an article (by noon each Wednesday before class) related to the spill or issues we're discussing in class on the Moodle site. Along with providing a link, you will need to write a paragraph summarizing the major points of the article and saying what you found interesting about it. If media coverage of the spill starts to become hard to find as the semester goes on, we may open this up to posting responses to the regular class readings.
Participation and attendance: Both are mandatory and will be expected for every class. Students who have documented reasons for being absent, such as military obligations, court dates, death or serious illness in family, doctor visits, university sanctioned sporting events, and so on, will be excused. Students who need to be absent for religious holidays that are not university-wide should e-mail me in advance to let me know that they will not attend class.
Students should come to class prepared to discuss the readings. As you read, write down any insights, questions, or comments you have and bring these with you to class. At times, I may call on students to share their thoughts on the readings, so make sure that you have something to say. It is important that all students contribute to class discussions and that they are not consistently dominated by a small group of vociferous students.
Quizzes: At the end of each section of the course we will have a quiz based on the readings, lectures (including guest lectures), and other course materials from that section of class. These quizzes will include a mix of fact-based questions (IDs, matching, etc.) and a shortessay section.
Final paper: Throughout the semester you will be expected to develop a research paper topic related to the Gulf oil spill. Feel free to select topics ranging from the technical issues involved in offshore drilling; to social, ecological, or economic issues resulting from the spill; to analysis of media coverage; to historical issues that shaped the context within which the spill occurred. These papers should be ten to twelve pages long, double-spaced, in Times New Roman size 12 font, with one-inch margins, have consistently cited sources (parenthetical or footnoted are both fine, as long as you are consistent and follow the guidelines within your discipline), and have a bibliography.
You will also need to draw on peer-reviewed scholarly publications -either books from the library or articles from academic journals, in addition to media coverage or other primary sources (government documents, technical schematics, etc.). One of the best places to look for sources related to your topic will be the articles you and your classmates post on the Moodle site, so be sure to look through what your classmates are posting and make note of any that could be helpful to your own research. Since the research paper is due at the final exam time, late papers will not be accepted.
Presentation:
The last couple of weeks of class students will give ten-minute presentations on their research papers to the rest of the class. Your presentation itself should be no less than five, and at most eight, minutes, with a couple of minutes left for questions. Please bring in a PowerPoint presentation or other visual aids to help illustrate the research you've done. I want you to have fun with these and be creative in how you educate the rest of the class on your topic. By this point in the semester you should be an expert on what you've been studying, so think of this as your chance to shine and demonstrate why you were excited about this topic and what you've learned through your research.
Grades
The breakdown is as follows: 10% weekly posts 15% class attendance and participation 45% (15% each) quizzes 20% final paper 10% presentations 
